rarely reach the million mark, and are usually much lower. So this is an astounding achievement for a science book aimed at the non-scientist, and especially for one that grapples with the some of the biggest questions in physics -the Big Bang, black holes, a 'theory of everything' and the nature of time. As Hawking entertainingly related in a 2013 essay in The Wall Street Journal, he rewrote A Brief History repeatedly at the behest of his editor, Peter Guzzardi at Bantam, to make it more understandable to a lay readership. He later regretted, however, not further clarifying tough concepts such as imaginary time.
As a publishing phenomenon, A Brief 
HARD ACT TO FOLLOW
Attempts to capitalize on the 'Hawking phenomenon' went hand in hand with speculations about the factors that led to it. Hawking was highly regarded in the physics community, and had been a minor celebrity to the general public even before his watershed book, appearing (for example) in Nigel Calder's UK television series The Key to the Universe in the late 1970s. The disparity between the physical limitations of his disability and the cosmic scale of his ideas was part of his charisma. Few other popular-physics books of the period feature, as A Brief History does, a photograph of the author on the front.
As Hawking himself noted, the book's title was also important. Guzzardi convinced him to revise his original suggestion, 'From the Big Bang to Black Holes: A Short History of Time' . 'Brief ' is much better than 'short' in this context because it suggests duration -a human-scale interval that produces an ironic, and striking, juxtaposition with the abstract concept of time. Framing time as a historical phenomenon has a similar effect. And in the text itself, rhetorical gestures towards fundamental philosophical and theological issues -to uncover a theory of everything, writes Hawking, would be to "know the mind of God" -beckon a broad readership. But although these ingredients were readily identified, Hawking's recipe could not be repeated, even in his own subsequent books.
Most commentators agreed on what was not relevant to sales: A Brief History's readability. Despite the rewrites, it has a certain notoriety as the book every one bought and no one read. There is now even a light-hearted 'Hawking index' designed to measure just how much a particular best-seller is read: A Brief History scores low (as, more surprisingly, does the 2011 Fifty Shades of Grey). Evidently, the act of buying Hawking's book (or E. L. James's, for that matter) says something about the consumer's identity; reading it is secondary.
LONE GENIUS
Other runaway popular-science best-sellers did follow. Dava Sobel's 1995 Longitude, Simon Singh's 1997 Fermat's Last Theorem and Brian Greene's The Elegant Universe (1999) all appeared towards the end of the last millennium. It is difficult, however, to identify any commonality with Hawking's success, except perhaps an emphasis on the figure of the scientist, broadly speaking. Sobel's text concentrates on a "lone genius", the clockmaker John Harrison. Singh's features one mathematician in its title and cover image, and focuses closely on another in its narrative. The Elegant Universe's popular success was spurred on by its adaptation as a US television series featuring the charismatic Greene.
A few years into the new millennium, however, commentators were agreeing that the 'boom' had subsided. 
